[Excerpt] For several years, the California Labor Federation has been engaged in a strategic planning process that began with a critical evaluation of a political setback in 2004 -losing an important statewide ballot initiative -and soon evolved into a systematic effort to elevate the performance of all the labor movement's constituent parts. Spearheaded by a statewide Strategic Planning Committee, union leaders throughout the state have struggled to overcome organizational weaknesses, to develop a common and coherent program, to articulate standards and benchmarks to guide and track progress, to establish systems of accountability uncommon in the contemporary labor movement, and to build unity of purpose and action among diverse affiliates.
unions. "It was a 'come-to-Jesus' moment," said one union leader. 10 The committee's deliberations were injected with a heightened sense of urgency when Governor
Schwarzenegger launched another attack on the labor movement in the form of five antiunion ballot initiatives.
After the July, 2005 rupture at the AFL-CIO's national convention in Chicago, California unionists grew increasingly concerned that the Change to Win split would undermine their ability to mount a unified front against the Schwarzenegger assault. • Ensure that 32% of housing units built within the project are affordable, at a range of income levels;
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• Provide over $27 million in housing assistance funds targeted to neighborhood residents, including down payment assistance enabling additional units to be sold below market rates;
• Provide over $8.5 million in job training funds targeted to neighborhood residents;
• Ensure that all project employers participate in a state-of-the-art local hiring program; and,
• Ensure labor peace in key industries within the project.
The ambitious CLC program cannot be sustained without a deepening engagement from local unions and a higher degree of accountability among the council's affiliates. That remains a vexing challenge. "Sometimes it's very frustrating that we can't have more accountability, even with something as simple as attending meetings," laments OPEIU's Conny Ford. 24 "Accountability was a new thing for us," says Paulson.
"The only real hammer we have to encourage accountability is the hammer of embarrassment, which we'd like to avoid using." The CLC encourages affiliates to draft written plans that list all the necessary steps for effective campaigns and to commit to one another to deliver. "We began reporting back after an event," Paulson explains.
"Affiliates report what they did after committing to do something. That helps with accountability."
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The kind of regional power building that the San Francisco CLC is now driving will enable working families in the Bay Area to shape their political and economic destiny in ways that were previously unimaginable without a strong Central Labor
Council. The same kind of work is being done effectively in other councils across the state.
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The presence of all these high performing Central Labor Councils in California created a rather favorable environment for the kind of strategic planning process that the 
Setting Standards and Benchmarks for Central Labor Councils
In the contemporary labor movement, there has been much talk but less action on • Develop and implement a plan to get locals to re-affiliate and pay full per capita so that the council would have sufficient resources to hire qualified professional staff;
• Hire professional staff, beginning with a political director;
• Upgrade the council's communications systems and design a website; and,
• Set short and long-term goals for the Council.
To guide the council's transformation, an Orange County CLC Strategic Planning
Committee was established, comprised of the 14 largest affiliates and modeled on the statewide committee. Its members were selected by their respective international unions in order to avoid any hints of favoritism and to encourage greater accountability.
Eventually, the CLC changed its by-laws so that twenty vice-presidential seats would be reserved for the largest locals and no international union could hold more than two VP positions. IBEW's Doug Chappell, who now serves as the CLC Secretary-Treasurer, believes that these constitutional changes were important to restoring the integrity of the council.
The national AFL-CIO provided significant financial grants from its Solidarity The CLC's renewed capacity was also applied to union organizing campaigns.
For example, SEIU's effort to organize St. Joseph's Hospital was actively supported by CLC affiliates and allies who attended press events and joined midnight candlelight vigils.
The council has also drawn on the economic research and policy expertise of the newly formed Orange County Communities Organized for Responsible Development (OCCORD), which has advocated for community benefit agreements that tie public subsidies to guarantees of affordable housing, living wage jobs, child care facilities, environmental responsibility, local hiring and training opportunities and accessibility for the disabled. The CLC attempted to apply this approach to a residential and commercial development project on 50 acres of city-owned land near the Anaheim Angels stadium, but was unsuccessful in bridging the differences that separated the building trades from other affiliates.
On the other hand, the CLC was instrumental in establishing a non-profit 
An Essential Next Step: Setting Affiliate Standards and Benchmarks
In Orange County and elsewhere, once local unions had agreed to affiliate and participate in a CLC and to establish expectations for the CLC's program and performance, the next step was to define standards and benchmarks for individual affiliates. As challenging as it was to establish accountability benchmarks for CLC's, most committee members anticipated that it would probably be even more difficult and delicate to apply these standards to individual affiliates. "The rubber meets the road when we go back to affiliates to ask: 'Have you met your standards?'" insists Sharon
Cornu, "It's not clear whether affiliates are prepared for that." 75 But as tricky as that step may be, it is a necessary one because a CLC can't be high performing without high performing affiliates. "If you have a dysfunctional local union, it doesn't bring much to the table for a struggling CLC," suggests Mike Mowrey. "Of course, no affiliate wants a committee meddling in its internal affairs."
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As the statewide committee has more recently begun to focus on the performance of affiliated unions, it has discovered that while some affiliate leaders have welcomed the opportunity to take a critical look at their own union's performance, others have expressed apprehension and even alarm about the prospect of being "evaluated" by their peers on the Strategic Planning Committee. This parallels the dynamic between CLC's and local union affiliates. "Central Labor Councils are the servants of unions and not the other way around," argues Marty Hittleman, president of the California Federation of
Teachers. "It would be presumptuous of a CLC board to set standards for affiliates.
Local unions don't like to be compared and don't like to be asked how many members have voted or voted the right way."
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To address these concerns, the SPC framed the conversation in a way that avoided the reality or appearance of a central body setting standards for its affiliates. Rather, it asked affiliates to collectively define expectations and benchmarks for one another. Of course, this would be a tricky proposition, since every union that pays its per capita expects the council to deliver strategic value to the affiliate's program.
In recent months, the committee has turned its attention to standards and accountability specifically related to the mobilization capacity of individual affiliates.
This process, beginning with a preliminary discussion at a March 18, 2008 meeting of principals and continuing with a May 13, 2008 gathering of affiliate staff primarily responsible for political mobilizations, has been somewhat halting because affiliate leaders remain understandably reticent to offend the sensibilities of their peers.
Managing Institutional Relationships
Whenever statewide labor leaders take up the challenge of critically evaluating and systematically elevating the movement's performance, they must skillfully manage a York, where the labor movements are among the strongest in the nation, leaders concede that this approach to union affairs is simply not working: it is becoming more difficult to protect, let alone promote, their individual union agendas, while, at the same time, the power and prestige of organized labor continue to erode.
Central Labor Councils are one of the only places where affiliates can come together and attempt to devise a shared strategy to build power. "I don't think our union understood the power, vision or full value of the CLC," explains Yolanda Cruz, a relatively new public sector union president. "I came to realize that our union had, by habit or some reluctance to compromise, often acted on our own, sometimes duplicating Labor Council that has demonstrated to affiliates that working together makes it possible to achieve goals that are beyond the reach of individual unions acting alone.
As compared to their counterparts in other states, California labor leaders seem to better understand and appreciate the real or potential strategic value of high performing Central Labor Councils. These unionists openly express the need and desire to build the larger movement -and not just their own affiliate -and appear to be quite comfortable and conversant with the language and substance of "power building" as a labor orientation. As suggested earlier, this is probably true because there are so many high performing central labor bodies throughout California and the strategic value of these organizations has been so clearly demonstrated in the real world.
In California, the logic that induces local unions to affiliate and participate in a local central body seems to drive the thinking of progressive statewide labor leaders as well. SEIU is undoubtedly one of the more dynamic and fastest growing unions in 
Preliminary Conclusions
The California experience presents a wonderful example of unionists who are willing to honestly evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of their organizations, to learn from their past practice to inform their strategies for the future, and to work together to build the labor movement's power throughout the state. It is that vision of power building that initially inspired the statewide Strategic Planning Committee and has sustained its work over many months. Because the work of the California Labor Federation's Strategic Planning Committee is ongoing, only the following preliminary conclusions and recommendations can be fairly offered at this time:
• Labor leaders in California have exhibited an uncommon willingness to critically evaluate the performance of their movement and all its constituent parts. While this process has never been easy and not always smooth, it has enabled unionists to build on the many formidable strengths of the California labor movement and to begin to overcome some of its non-trivial weaknesses. The U.S. labor movement could become stronger and more effective if it embraced a similar spirit of appreciative inquiry and critical self-reflection.
• The strategic planning process in California has been guided by a number of principles that have increased its chances of success. The most important of these is a commitment to be as inclusive as possible, engaging all the key stakeholders in an honest and open conversation about the strategic challenges unions face in a changing environment. The quality of the strategic plan that emerges from this kind of process is enhanced by the input of all these stakeholders. The likelihood of successfully implementing the plan is elevated by the authentic sense of ownership affiliates feel about it.
• An inclusive strategic planning process of this kind provides a unique opportunity to build important and durable bridges in the labor movement between AFL-CIO and Change to Win affiliates, between private sector, public sector and building trades unions, and between more and less active unions. Such opportunities are too rare and should be seized upon whenever possible.
• The labor movement desperately needs venues where individual unions can come together to discuss their own respective needs and to explore their common • Hammering out a common and transcendent agenda for the labor movement will be of little consequence if union leaders cannot establish mutually acceptable standards of organizational performance, hold one another accountable for meeting those standards in a principled and transparent way, and carry out their shared program with a degree of discipline and strategic focus that is uncommon in the contemporary labor movement. Labor leaders in California -and elsewhere, of course -have begun to grapple with that challenge in an impressive way. Their example should be honored and emulated.
Some may look at the experience in California and conclude that it is an exceptional case because California's labor movement is so much bigger than those in other states. They might suggest that the lessons learned there cannot be applied elsewhere. That would be a grave mistake. Unionists in California are incredibly dedicated, hard-working, thoughtful and determined to win. But they are not a different breed than labor leaders elsewhere. There are, no doubt, circumstances in California that are unique, and lessons that are not easily transferable to other states. But any labor leader who is committed to revitalizing the movement in his or her state or region can and should study the California experience and work creatively to customize and apply those lessons that are relevant to the particular challenges he or she faces. The future of the labor movement in the United States may very well depend on it.
• The author wishes to thank the many California labor leaders who agreed to be interviewed for this project. They shared their experience and insights generously and helped shape the analysis offered in this report. 
